The Rotinese are a Christian people. In their oral histories, they assert that they sought and obtained the Christian religion before there were Dutch mission aries to preach it. Thus they are confident in their tacit claim to be the oldest and foremost Protestant Christians of the Timor area. This early establishment of C hristianity, which can be traced in the archival records of the Dutch East India Company beginning in the eighteenth century, has given the Rotinese the grace of time to assimilate Biblical knowledge to their own culture, creating in the process a distinctive local tradition. Over the past 250 years, this local Christian tradition has developed deep roots on the island.
In tro d u c tio n to the R ecitation
On my return to the island of Roti in 1972, the oral poet, Peu Maiesi, promised to recite for me a chant that I had never heard before. This chant, he explained, recounted the origin of death and contained knowledge of the past that was rarely revealed. The promise was made in the course of a long evening's discussion of a number of narrative texts, some of which I had gathered during my previous stay on Roti in 1965-66. The clan lord, Mias Kiuk, with whom I was living, had specifi cally asked that I read to him the texts of various tales relating to his clan, InguBeuk, which I had originally gathered from the former Head of the Earth, S. Adulanu. This man, "Old Meno" or simply "Meno" as he was generally called, had died in the interval between my visits. Already in 1965, however, because of his ritual position, his age, and his personal knowledge, Meno was regarded as the most knowledgeable elder in the domain of Termanu, and after his death his repu tation had continued to grow. My reading of Meno's texts was an occasion of spe cial importance, and Peu Maiesi-Meno's junior in age and status-had come ex pressly to hear the texts and to judge them. Most of the evening focused on a discussion of "historical narratives" ( tu tu i-teteek) which, in the cultural tradi tions of Roti. are an oral genre distinct in form and subject matter from the formu laic ritual chants (b in i) that preserve a knowledge of primal o rig in s .1 2 (In the narratives, however, occasional lines and phrases from the chants occur.) At one point during the evening I took the opportunity of Malesi's presence to ask the assembled elders about the meaning of a cryptic paired phrase in a narrative I had actually recorded from Maiesi. The narrative in question concerned the coming of the firs t royal ancestors to Termanu and thus, in the Rotinese time perspective, related to a period sixteen generations in the past when the history of the domain began to unfold. The lines, in formal parallelism, were simply : Ala ta fua beu "They did not burden the beu-tree Ma ala ta ndae ka And they did not drape the /co-tree" As I expected from past experience, Maiesi said little or nothing,since his in variable approach to questions of exegesis is to recite other lines in the poetry itself. On the other hand, Mias Kiuk, himself no poet, but a superb, patient, and knowledgeable commentator of the intricacies of ritual speech, was able to explain these lines as a reference to the former practice of tree burial which preceded the present custom of earthen burial. Prompted by these lines and, I suspect, by the desire to be seen as Meno's successor, Maiesi offered to recite the chant of the ori gin of death. In three days, he said dramatically, he would return and recite this chant. Mias accepted his offer on my behalf and agreed to make the arrangements for the gathering. Word of the occasion spread in the Ufa Len area, and on the agreed-upon night quite a number of people assembled to hear Maiesi who, having been given a good meal and sufficient palm gin to induce a "flow of words," recited the following chant: 
So it is that all men walk in their footsteps
And all men tread their path
As on this day
And at this time.
Reaction to the Recitation
When Malesi had finished his recitation, the reaction of those present was unani mous. Without exception, the presentation was accepted approvingly as precisely what it had been declared to be: the revelation of a crucial portion of indigenous esoteric wisdom. Everyone seemed to appreciate the chant both for its beauty and its unusualness. The fact that no one could remember having heard it before seemed only to confirm the rarity of the revelation. Since I had taperecorded it, I was asked to replay my tape that night and on numerous subsequent occasions. Broadly speaking, these chants belong to two classes: one tells of the complex, complementary deeds of beings of the heavens and of the sea whose interactions gave rise to the cultural objects and institutions of the Rotinese. 4 These chants may have once formed part of a single epic, now told only in fragments as the ritual prelude (or conclusion) to the use of the specific "objects" in question (as, for example, the tools for building a home, the implements for weaving, the con tainers used for dyeing, or the objects for bridewealth exchange). The other class of chants comprises a large and diverse collection of mortuary compositions which are elaborated to cover all possible categories of deceased persons (nobles or com moners, rich or poor, widows or orphans, young or old). Following the format common to these chants, the deceased is compared to a specific chant-character and then the stereotyped genealogy and life course of this character is told, often allow ing the character to explain the reasons for his or her death and to admonish the living on what they must do. The recitation of these chants is confined to funerals. Although these two broad canonical classes do not exhaust the possibilities of ritual languages, which the Rotinese insist can be used for any purpose, they do identify the major components of the tradition. It is from this vantage point that one can judge Malesi's presentation of Teke Telu ma Koa H ulu and the reaction to it.
From the point of view of Rotinese tradition, several features of Malesi's compo sition make it unusual, if not unique. The firs t is that it assumes neither the for mat of an origin chant nor that of a mortuary chant but instead attempts to merge these two formats. As an origin chant, it purports to explain the inception of earthen burial as opposed to tree burial, a change hinted at in other contexts; more specifically, it explains the origin of a group of objects associated with the prepara tion of the coffin and the grave: "baskets for digging the earth and axes for cutting the lontar," "coconut shells for scooping the earth and iron sticks for digging the ea rth ." The format and phraseology of this section of the chant are precisely those of an origin chant and are made the more plausible by the existence of other origin chants that explain the origin of similar objects, such as axes and adzes. But the key feature of the chant is its explanation of the origin of death: "Thus all men walk in their footsteps and all men tread their path." This is achieved by provid ing an explanation of the cause of the death of the firs t ancestors, following the common format of a mortuary chant: "So the man Teke Telu, he died and the woman Koa Hulu, she perished . . . as on this day and at this time." The cogency of this explanation hinges on specific cultural associations. The poetic reference to "honey tree" and "syrup tree" is to the lontar or Borassus palm that provides the basis of the Rotinese economy. The tree (ft/o) is identified by the honey-sweet syrup that is produced from juice that is regularly extracted from its crown. The fact that most Rotinese are buried in coffins made from this same tree provides the critical link in the underlying cultural argument: the tree in the garden-the tree of lifebecomes the tree of death. Tree burial gives way to earthen burial as the beu-tree and ka-tree are replaced by felling the honey tree and syrup tree. Only in dealing with the subject of death and by relying on specific cultural associations is it pos sible to combine the formats of origin and mortuary chant so felicitously.
Similarly-except for one structural flaw-the chant is rendered in technically perfect, indeed exquisite parallelism, for Malesi is a master of poetic composition. The flaw, however, is the one that Seu Bai recognized in rejecting the chant and is directly related to its nontraditional derivation. Seu Bai objected not to the names, Teke Telu and Koa Hulu, but to the possibility of such names. By the very rules of composition, the double names of chant characters must be either masculine or feminine; they cannot be hermaphroditic names of the sort that Malesi has cre ated. Given the need to transform an Adam and Eve pair into a Rotinese equiva lent, Malesi has had to decompose his chant character into separate parts. Thus, for example, since only the woman Koa Hulu steps on the snake, line 19 has no parallel line to accompany it. Similarly, lines 28, 49, 52, 53, 69 lack parallel lines and are thus improperly composed. At one point, in fact, Koa Hulu gives "fru it and leaf" to Teke Telu, which is perfectly intelligible but formally unacceptable by the rules of the naming system in ritual speech.
Nonetheless, for the majority of Rotinese who heard Malesi's chant, these fo r mal flaws do not seem to have detracted from the power and beauty of the composi tion, nor were the chant's partial parallels with Biblical events worthy of note or objection. This chant is, however, exceptional for the fact that it draws on Roti's other tradition-a 250-year-old literary tradition based on the Malay Bible.
Two T raditio ns o f Transmission
In 1679, a few of Roti's local rulers began to study Malay at the behest of the Dutch East India Company. By 1729, the firs t of these rulers had converted to Christianity and, within a few years, had succeeded in establishing a Malay school in his domain. Three other local rulers followed this precedent, and by 1754 there were six Malay schools on the island. By 1765, these schools-staffed with Rotinese teachers-had become nearly self-sustaining and remained so through the firs t half of the nineteenth century, with occasional assistance from the Netherlands Mission 
